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Introduction

Forest Service 34, a one-lane gravel road known to locals as the Dairy
Creek Road, runs north by northeast from the small lumber town
of Bly, Oregon, through cattle pasture dotted with juniper trees and
outcroppings of basalt rock to the rising slopes of Gearhart Mountain
twelve miles away. Straddling the border between Klamath and Lake
Counties in south-central Oregon, the volcanic peak features long,
sloping ridges at lower elevations and craggy cliffs near its 8,364foot summit. On a clear day from the top, visitors can see hundreds
of miles to other peaks up and down the Cascades. The mountain’s
dry pine forest features old-growth white fir and ponderosa and
lodgepole pines, while open meadows with aspen and wildflowers
dot the upper elevations of the peak. Deer, elk, coyote, black bear,
and mountain lion, as well as dozens of species of birds, inhabit the
mountain. The profusion of rainbow and brook trout in the many
streams of the lower slopes make the area a popular destination for
fishermen, especially from nearby Bly.
It was to those streams that the Reverend Archie Mitchell, on
the bright, sunny morning of Saturday, May 5, 1945, took his wife
and five children from his Sunday school class for a picnic lunch
and a day of fishing. The tall, lanky, bespectacled Mitchell was the
new pastor of the Christian and Missionary Alliance Church in
Bly. His wife Elsie was five months pregnant with their first child.
Having accepted the pastorate in Bly just two weeks before, the
1
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Mitchells looked forward to introducing themselves to the community. Archie was especially keen to become acquainted with the
children in his congregation. Joining the Mitchells that day were
Dick Patzke, fourteen, his sister Joan Patzke, thirteen, Jay Gifford,
thirteen, Edward Engen, thirteen, and Sherman Shoemaker, eleven.
Elsie had baked a chocolate cake for the trip and wondered if she
would be able to keep up with the youngsters, the pregnancy often
leaving her quite ill.
With Archie at the wheel of his sedan, the group headed up the
Dairy Creek Road to the forest on the southern face of Gearhart
Mountain. The bright sun and warm springtime temperatures had
melted the snow at the mountain’s lower elevations, turning the
gravel road into a slippery, slushy, pot-holed mess. A few miles up the
slope, just short of a muddy stream called Leonard Creek, Mitchell
encountered a Forest Service crew extracting a road grader that had
become bogged down in the slush and mud the day before. Richard
Barnhouse, the crew foreman, cautioned Mitchell against driving
any farther up the snow-covered road.
Archie turned the car around and parked at a narrow pullout back
down the road. The children immediately jumped out and ran down
the slope toward the creek. Elsie, by then feeling a bit carsick and
eager to get some fresh air, hurried after to keep an eye on them.
Joan Patzke trailed behind the boys, her attention drawn to a large,
dull-gray object resting on a knoll above the creek. She called to the
others to come have a look.
Archie was by this time collecting the picnic basket and fishing
poles from the trunk of the car. He glanced up and saw his wife and
the children, some fifty yards away, standing in a tight circle looking
down at something on the ground.
“Look what we found,” Elsie called out to her husband. “It looks
like some kind of balloon.” One of the children reached down to pick
up the object from the ground. Archie turned to shout a warning.
2
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fig. 1. Archie and Elsie Mitchell. U.S. Forest Service, Fremont-Winema National
Forests

He’d only begun to open his mouth when a tremendous explosion
tore through the forest.1
At that moment Barnhouse was seated atop the road grader preparing to head back down the mountain. The explosion shook the
ground, and he looked up to see tree branches, pine needles, and
clumps of soil flying through the air. Barnhouse jumped from the
grader and ran down the slope. The other members of the crew,
George Donathan and John Peterson, trailed a few steps behind.
The men found Mitchell kneeling over his prostrate wife. Her
clothes were ablaze and he was trying to beat out the fire with his
bare hands. The mangled bodies of five dead or dying children lay
3
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scattered around a gaping, smoldering hole in the earth five feet
across. All four boys had been killed instantly. Joan Patzke, who had
been standing slightly behind the boys as they crowded around the
object, remained conscious for only moments before she died. Elsie
Mitchell, her husband at her side but unable to do anything about
her injuries, died within minutes.
Barnhouse looked around. Debris was scattered everywhere. The
force of the blast had embedded shards of metal in the trunks of surrounding trees. Pieces of the device, whatever it was, would later be
found as far as four hundred feet away. Immediately adjacent to the
smoking crater was a tangle of rope and wires connecting a boxlike
frame atop a twisted metal ring roughly the size and shape of a bicycle
wheel rim. Curved sections of another smaller ring blown apart by the
blast could be seen. Four black and gray cylinders about the size of
coffee cans and several white paper or cloth sacks resembling lunch
bags also lay nearby. A huge gray canopy of some kind, the object
that had first attracted Joan Patzke’s attention, lay draped across the
snow a short distance away.
While Barnhouse and Donathan drove to Bly to alert authorities, Peterson and Mitchell carefully covered the bodies with spruce
boughs. Mitchell, by now in a state of deep shock, stared at his hands
and rubbed them compulsively. The picric acid from the explosive
device had colored his hands yellow when he attempted to put out
the fire on Elsie’s clothes. His hands would remain stained for weeks.
Barnhouse and Donathan returned an hour later with the county
sheriff, chief forest ranger, and county coroner A. J. Ousley. The
men moved the bodies of Joan and Elsie, those farthest from the
debris field, but left the boys alone. No one dared get too close to
the device or touch anything for fear of setting off another explosion.
An ordnance expert from the Naval Air Station in nearby Lakeview
was en route. Nothing could be done for the boys now anyway, and
the men were content to wait.
4
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Of the many phone calls placed that afternoon by the Lakeview
sheriff’s office one went to Army Intelligence, “g-2” in military shorthand, at Fort Lewis, Washington. The call was taken by a civilian
employee who took down the message and handed it to Lieutenant
Colonel Charles F. Bisenius. The note said something about an explosion and a large white balloon. The information meant nothing to
anyone in Bly, but Bisenius immediately knew what had happened.
He telephoned William Hammond, g-2 assistant chief of staff at the
Western Defense Command in San Francisco. In a sense, Hammond
had been waiting for this phone call for six months.
Since November the previous year, hundreds of explosive-laden
balloons with Japanese markings had turned up across the western
United States. The first was fished out of the sea by a U.S. Navy
supply boat off San Pedro, California, in early November 1944. Two
weeks later, one landed in the ocean off Kailua, Hawaii. In December,
balloons were spotted in Thermopolis, Wyoming; Kalispell, Montana;
Marshall, Alaska; and Estacada, Oregon. Several more followed in
the first week of January, by which time the War Department came
to realize the country was under attack from a new type of weapon,
ingenious in design but simple in its operation. The balloons were
Japanese offensive weapons called fusen bakudan (“fire balloons,”
or more literally “balloon bombs”). The Japanese Imperial Army
called them by the code name fu-go. Measuring over thirty feet in
diameter and filled with hydrogen, the balloons were launched in
Japan and carried to North America by the strong, high-altitude
westerly winds unnamed then but known today as the jet stream.
Each balloon carried four incendiary bombs and one thirty-pound
high-explosive bomb, all designed to drop in a timed sequence once
the vehicle had completed its transoceanic voyage and was somewhere
over the United States. They were free balloons in every sense of the
word — uncontrollable once released, their flight path determined
only by the ever-fluctuating meteorological conditions in which they
5
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traveled. By the end of the war in August 1945, over three hundred
had been recovered in North America.2
Colonel Hammond of Army Intelligence had been directly involved
in the balloon defense from the beginning, though there were many
opportunities for him not to be. The f b i assumed investigative
jurisdiction over the first balloons to arrive in the United States.
Because those initial discoveries contained no bombs, no one suspected they might be weapons of war. An errant weather balloon
from a nearby meteorological station, perhaps, or even a new type
of barrage balloon that had slipped its mooring somewhere. Once
the devices had been positively identified as Japanese in origin,
the U.S. Navy’s Western Sea Frontier figured the balloons had
been launched from enemy submarines that surfaced just off the
coast, and accordingly it wrested the investigation from the f b i .
The idea that a free balloon could have traveled across the ocean all
the way from Japan was initially too preposterous to take seriously.
In time, U.S. authorities discovered the balloons had indeed made
such a transit. The realization not only made fu-go the world’s first
intercontinental ballistic missile but placed responsibility for the
American response with the Western Defense Command. Because
Colonel Hammond had taken the first calls about one of the very
first balloons, his office became the central point of contact for all
balloon reports.
Much about the unusual offensive would remain a mystery to U.S.
authorities until after the war. The very name of the aerial weapon
was of course unknown — no one in North America knew to call them
“fu-go” — thus the wdc referred to the balloons with the code name
“Paper,” so chosen because the thirty-foot diameter envelope was
constructed of a lightweight but durable handmade paper. The exact
location of the launch sites remained unknown, as did the number
of devices being launched. Most disturbing for Colonel Hammond
was that the balloons’ true purpose could only be guessed at. The
6
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fig. 2. Fu-go, the Japanese balloon bomb. Smithsonian Institution
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presence of incendiary bombs suggested the Japanese hoped to ignite
wildfires in the forests and grasslands of the western states, yet the
w d c feared the vehicles might also transport enemy saboteurs or
harmful bacteriological agents to America.
In time the w d c would reach out to government and civilian
agencies, state legislatures, governors, and even elementary school
principals and Boy Scout troop leaders in an effort to defend against
the menace posed by the bomb-laden balloons. At the time of the
Bly incident, however, the War Department had enacted a strict
information blackout based on the not altogether misguided belief
that keeping word of the balloons out of the newspapers would deny
the Japanese the very intelligence they needed to know whether the
campaign was successful. The censorship policy worked precisely as
designed — with tragic consequences for the Mitchell party in Bly.
Lieutenant H. P. Scott, the bomb disposal officer at Lakeview
Naval Station, finally arrived in Bly late in the afternoon. The bodies
of the four dead boys still lay on the ground, by now covered with
white sheets brought from town a few hours before. The lieutenant
found and deactivated four thermite incendiary bombs (the coffee
can-sized devices), a demolition charge, a magnesium flash bomb,
and several small plugs each containing a small powder charge. He
also collected fragments of the bomb that had exploded that morning.
Coroner Ousley then collected the bodies of Dick Patzke, Jay
Gifford, Edward Engen, and Sherman Shoemaker and took them
to the morgue in Lakeview.
Army officials from Fort Lewis convened a meeting early the next
morning at the Forest Service headquarters in Lakeview. They took
official statements from Barnhouse, Donathan, and Ousley. (Mitchell
had been interviewed the night before.) Lieutenant Scott reported
his preliminary findings on the exploded ordnance. As expected, it
was a fifteen-kilogram anti-personnel bomb of Japanese make. It was
decided that the evidence collected at the scene would be taken to
8
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Fort Lewis for analysis, while the balloon would remain at the naval
station in Lakeview.
F. H. Armstrong, the chief forest ranger in Bly, then asked Lieutenant Colonel Bisenius what information he could provide to the
press. In anticipation of this question, the lieutenant colonel had
already contacted the Office of Censorship in Washington, dc. He’d
received clearance to announce only that the six persons had been
killed by a blast of unknown origin. That the bomb was Japanese and
had been delivered to the United States across the Pacific Ocean by
a free balloon was not to be revealed.
Malcolm Epley, managing editor of the Klamath Falls Herald and
News, protested the censorship policy. By now everyone in the area
knew the Mitchell party had found a Japanese weapon, and Epley
strongly urged the War Department to allow publication of the full
story. Thousands of people who walked into the woods remained
at risk, he argued. Who could know how many additional balloons
remained in the woods waiting to be discovered by another unknowing
group of picnickers? The War Department did not relent. Under the
headline “Blast Kills 6,” the Monday edition of Epley’s newspaper
made no mention of a Japanese balloon and stated only that the
deceased had been killed by “an explosion of unannounced cause.”3
That same day, James Ousley, the county coroner, signed the death
certificates for all six victims. In each case, per the strict instructions
of military officials, he recorded the cause of death as “an explosion
from an undetermined source.”4
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